12 Fossil snakes are relatively well represented in the Upper Cretaceous of northern Africa, with 13 material known from Morocco, Sudan, Egypt, Libya, Algeria, and Niger. The Moroccan Kem 14 Kem beds yield a particularly diverse snake assemblage, with Simoliophiidae, Madtsoiidae, 15 ?Nigerophiidae and several unnamed taxa co-occurring. These fossils are important for our 16 understanding of the early evolutionary history of snakes, and may shed light on the ecology 17 and initial diversification of basal snakes. We describe a new taxon, Norisophis begaa gen. et 18 sp. nov., from the Kem Kem beds of Begaa, in southeast Morocco. It is characterised by a 19 marked interzygapophyseal constriction, parazygantral foramina, an incipient 20 prezygapophyseal process, and an anterio-posteriorly short centrum. Several characteristics 21 shared with Najash, Seismophis, Madtsoiidae, and Coniophis suggest that Norisophis is a stem 22 ophidian. N. begaa further increases the diversity and disparity of snakes within the Kem Kem 23 beds, supporting the hypothesis that Africa was a mid-Cretaceous hotspot for snakes. 24 25
Morocco. Vertebrate fossils in the Kem Kem beds are typically preserved as isolated elements, 83 associated skeletons being very uncommon (Ibrahim, Sereno, et al. 2014 In Norisophis begaa, the anterior margin of the zygosphenal tectum is slightly concave but not 259 notched, and the paradiapophyses appear to be divided into diapophyses and parapophyses. 260
These characters confirm that it is an ophidian (Apesteguía & Zaher 2006) . Within snakes, 261
Norisophis appears to be a basal member, most likely a stem ophidian. 262 263 An unnamed madtsoiid has been described from the Kem Kem beds (Rage & Dutheil 2008) . It 264 differs from Norisophis in the absence of prezygapophyseal processes, and is described as but differs in that is has more laterally projecting paradiapophyses, and more pronounced 284 interzygapophyseal constriction (Zaher et al. 2009 ). Compared to Dinilysia, the 285 paradiapophyses extend dorsally much further, the prezygapophyses also extend higher 286 dorsally and almost reach the roof of the zygosphene, and the interzygapophyseal constriction 287 is again more marked in N. begaa (Scanferla & Canale 2007) . the neural arch may be analogous to the low mounds described in "Coniophis" carinatus 303 (Hecht 1959) , underscoring the need for the genus Coniophis be re-evaluated (Gardner & 304 Cifelli 1999) . This also adds to the mounting evidence that most basal snakes are Gondwanan; 305 even though the snake total-group is potentially Laurasian in origin 
